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Burma’s junta takes a
giant step backwards

NLD not to re-register with
Election Commission

Burma's main opposition political party the National League for
Democracy has decided not to re-register with the Election Com-
mission for the 2010 general elections, following hectic parleys by

the party brass at a meeting on 29.3.2010

How should
Burma's political

opposition proceed?

Chiang Mai –  Burma’s
military regime has issued a set
of confrontational electoral laws
in anticipation of nationwide
polling to take place later this
year, the first such v ote since the
country’s ill fated 1990 elections.

The laws ban anyone serving
a jail term from forming a
political party or even becoming
a member of a political party.
Presently, there are more than
2,100 political prisoners in jails
across Burma. As such, the
specification effectively bars a
large number of the regime’s
political opponents – many of
whom were arrested after the
2007 monk-led popular uprising
– from taking part in the election.

The laws, however, do not
specifically mention if those
under house arrest can partake
– though it is widely assumed
they cannot. Opposition leader
Aung San Suu Kyi is presently
serving 18 months house arrest
after her three year sentence
was commuted in August last
year by junta leader Senior
General Than Shwe.

According to the Political
Party Registration Law, those
who can form parties are
citizens, guest citizens and those

“holding
temporary
identity cards”. Ear l ie r
this year in Arakan State, the
Burmese regime issued members
of the Muslim Rohingya minority
“temporary identity cards” in a

m o v e
widely seen
as relating to the election.

The new Polit ical Party
Registration Law excludes anyone
who has an association with
“outlawed organizations” from

taking part in the national
election. Many pro-democracy
organizations based in exile are

Electoral laws  unveiled
Opposition confronted with ultimatum

In a significant decision
which may have far reaching
consequences for Burmese
politics, the country’s main
opposition party the National
League for Democracy has
decided not to re-register with

the Election Commission for the
2010 general elections, following
hectic parleys between brass at
a meeting on March 29th.

“After a vote of committee
members, the NLD party has
decided not to register as a

Much has been said and
written about the downside of the
roadmap of the regime. And
indeed the undemocratic nature
of the constitution and the
recently published party
registration and election laws
would in most countries result in
public outcry and resistance.

But let us not forget where
Burma is coming from. With
condemnations by the opposition
and Western governments
dominating the news there is a
tendency to forget the benefits of
a ‘transition’. The opposition
would be wise not to base its
opinions solely on the
shortcomings of the junta’s
roadmap in relation to universal
democratic ideals, but also on the
gains in relation to the only
alternative available – a
continuation of the status quo,
inclusive of all its poverty and
repression.

So what are these benefits?
First and foremost, elections

would offer the opposition a

limited way to participate in
parliament and in government.
When parliament convenes this
would offer the opposition the
possibility of resuming dialogue
with representatives of the
Tatmadaw, dialogue which is
currently totally lacking. These
intensified contacts could be a
basis for trust building. It is even
thinkable that the opposition
could drive a wedge between the
army and army representatives
in the coming years. In Indonesia
it was Golkar – the party of army
officers and public servants –
that was instrumental in kicking
out Suharto. It could happen
again.

Another benefit is that the
army stops ruling by decree.
After the ratification of the
constitution there is a proper
(albeit not completely
democratic) judicial basis
concerning legislation. Although
admittedly the constitution is
flawed, it offers chances also.
For instance, the constitution
grants laborers the freedom to
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  Inside Burma

Chaing Mai –  There is palpable
tension between the Burmese junta and
the Kachin Independence Organization
(KIO).

On March 17th the KIO’s central
committee meeting, attended by 20
members, decided not to enter into any
further discussions on the Border Guard
Force issue if the junta does not respond
to demands submitted earlier.

“We have been waiting for a response.
We will not meet them unless we get a
response from the junta, ” said a central
committee member on condition of
anonymity.

The KIO was founded on February 5,
1961 with an aim of self-determination for
the Kachin people and reached a ceasefire
with the junta in 1994.

KIO delegates handed over a letter that
detailed KIO’s demands to Major General
Soe Win, the Northern Regional Command
Commander of the Burmese Army on
March 12th.

Phanida

Palpable tension between junta and KIO
The KIO letter said it did not want to

transform its armed wing, the Kachin
Independence Army (KIA), into the Border
Guard Force as proposed by the junta, but
wished to maintain the unit as a separate
Kachin force to be included into a federal
army of Burma. The KIO’s counter proposal
was addressed to Lieutenant General Ye
Myint, the regime’s chief negotiator and
the chief of Military Affairs Security (MAS).

The KIO seeks to maintain the ceasefire
and wants to have further political
negotiations with the new government
after the elections, the letter added.

“We will transform the whole of KIO if
our proposal is accepted, which is all the
KIO’s departments such as health,
education and administration. But the junta
wanted only the KIA to be transformed, so
we could not agree. If we go for
transformation, it must be all. The KIA must
be the last to be tr ansformed,” a member
of the central committee told Mizzima.

“We do not want to do anything that
will stop the upcoming election and we also
do not want to destroy the Union. We are
only willing to discuss the political
concerns,” acknowledged a member of the
seven-member committee established by
the KIO to discuss the issue with the junta.

Lieutenant General Ye Myint, in-charge
of negotiations on the side of the junta,
had fixed February 28th as the deadline
for a KIO to response.

Meanwhile, with mounting concern of an
imminent outbreak in conflict between the
junta and ceasefire groups, more security
checks have sprouted up on the road from
Myitkyina, capital of Kachin State, and Laiza,
where KIO is based, as of early March, a
local resident from Laiza told Mizzima.

“Intense checking is done on the
Myitkyina-Bamaw-Laiza road. It was not like
this earlier,” he explained.

Chiang Mai – In the wake of the
declaration of the electoral laws, some
ethnic political parties are gearing up to
register with the Election Commission in
early April.

The Kachin State Progressive Party
(KSPP), with approximately 100 members,
decided at a meeting held from March 19th
to 20th to register in April.

“We shall try to register our party
within a week or 10 days, maybe in early
April. We are now drafting our papers in
accordance with the la ws enacted,” part y
Chairman Dr. Tuja told Mizzima.

The party reportedly has over 3,000
people waiting to be accepted as party
members.

The meeting confirmed the party’s
office bearers, including Dr. Tuja as
Chairman.

Additionally, the Mon Democracy Party
will decide on registeration in early April.

The Mon Democracy Party was formed
on June 29th of last year with a 15-
member organizing committee comprising
some former New Mon State Party (NMSP)
Central Committee members.

“The party members are ready for us
if we decide to contest the election. We
have a strong mass base as we are
representing our Mon State and we are a
nationalist party. The number of our part y
members will be more than the minimum
required number of 500,” party spokesman
Nai Tin Aung told Mizzima.

Phanida

Some ethnic parties to register in
April

But the party garnering the second
highest number of votes in the 1990
general election, the Shan Nationalities
League for Democracy (SNLD) party, has
demanded that the junta release party
leader Khun Tun Oo before they can discuss
the party registration issue.

Khun Tun Oo and many Shan party
leaders were sentenced to long prison
terms after being charged with high
treason, sent to remote prisons across the
country.

The pro-junta National Politics Alliance
group, however, is also ready to register
as a political party in April with about
100,000 party members, claimed party
presidium board member Win Zaw.

“We have completed the ground work
and we shall register our party in early
April. We are ready in all aspects; party
membership strength, party organization,
party policy, party constitution and al l party
rules and regulations,” he f urthered.

Win Zaw also said anti-economic
sanction groups are included in their
National Politics Alliance group. The junta
has in the past assisted anti-economic
sanction campaigns launched by these
groups, namely the National Politics Youth,
National Convention Delegates, New
Generation Political Economy Study,
Patriotic National Politics Organization and
Peace and Development Group. Economic
sanctions have long been imposed on
Burma, primarily by Western countries, for
violations of human rights in Burma.

Kachin Independence Organization(KIO)
leaders and bodyguards at the Manaw

Festival commemorating the 62nd
anniversary of Kachin State Day.

 Photo: Mizzima

New Delhi – The Democratic Party -
Myanmar (DPM), headed by veteran
politician and former diplomat Thu Wai and
daughters of former leaders of the country,
is preparing to contest the forthcoming
nationwide elections.

Thu Wai confirmed the news to
Mizzima after the five electoral laws were
announced by the military junta last week.

“The government in power is not a
democratic one, so there are no laws
prevalent as in a democratic country. If
we do not contest the election, it will help
the junta continue to rule the country ,” the
chairman announced.

The DPM is preparing to register and
mobilize people now that the electoral laws
have been revealed.

“When we are mobilizing the people
they say they like our goal, but at the same
time they tell us they don’t want to be

arrested. They will become party members
only when the part y is registered,” Thu Wai
said.

The DPM has been working towards
forming a political party since the end of
last year to contest the elections, but could
not do so officially until the electoral laws
were known.

A national party wanting to register
must have at least 1,000 party members
in keeping with the electoral laws.

The DPM has party branches in
Rangoon and Mandalay Divisions, so it can
operate within the law with no trouble,
according to Thu Wai.

Three daughters of the country’s
former leaders – Than Than Nu, daughter
of former Prime Minister U Nu, Nay Yee Ba
Swe, daughter of former Prime Minister
Ba Swe and Cho Cho Kyaw Nyein, daughter
of the former Vice-Prime Minister Kyaw
Nyein – are among the leaders of the DPM.

Democratic Party gearing up for
election fray

Khaing Su

Thu Wai, a former diplomat and one of the leaders of the Democratic Party -
Myanmar in an interview with Mizzima Assistant Editor Sein Win

Chiang Mai –  The Arakan League for
Democracy (ALD), one of the winning
parties in the 1990 elections, has ruled out
joining the 2010 polls unless the 2008
Constitution is reviewed and amended.

Aye Thar Aung, Secretary of ALD, told
Mizzima that the 2008 Constitution, which
was forcibly approved by the regime in May
2008, neglects the rights of ethnic
nationalities as well as federal States and
Divisions.

“There are no rights guaranteed for
the States in the constitution. Moreover,
the military will have its representation in
both the National Parliament and State
Assemblies. The Constitution also
stipulates that the President will be from
a military background and can nominate
Chief Ministers of the States without
following democratic norms,” he added.

The ALD won 11 seats in the 1990
elections while the main opposition party,
the National League for Democracy, won
392 out of 485 parliamentary seats.

Those opposing the constitution have
pointed out that the 2008 Constitution
legitimizes the military’s role in politics
through clauses such requiring 25 percent
of parliamentary seats to be reserved for
representatives of the military.

“The 2008 Constitution will take
Burma further away from democracy. If i t
is not amended, it is not possible for us to
contest the elections,” Aye Thar Aung told
Mizzima.

He also pointed out that it is almost
impossible for the constitution to be
amended at a later stage. According to the
constitution, at least two-thirds of the
parliament will have to vote ‘yes’ to amend
the constitution, with 25 percent of
parliamentary seats already awarded to

the military.
Another political party that participated

in the 1990 elections, winning two seats,
has also said it has decided not to contest
the elections because the regime has not
accepted a review of the 2008 Constitution.

“We did not agree with the 2008
Constitution in the first place. Now the laws
the regime have promulgated say that a
party that wants to contest in the elections
will have to protect the constitution. What
else can we say?” said Pu Chin Sain Thang,
Chairman of the Zomi National Congress.

However, a political group known to
be close to the regime welcomed the
electoral laws, believing the elections will
provide a chance for those who want to
be involved in politics.

“The laws for the formation of political
parties and registration with the Election
Commission were needed. With the laws
being promulgated, it has opened up a
chance for those who want to be in pol itics,”
said Aye Lwin, Chairman of the 88
Generation Students and Youth (Union of
Myanmar).

Arakan party to boycott election
Kyaw Kha

Aye Thar Aung, Secretary of ALD
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  Inside Burma

Chiang Mai –  Fears are the ranks of
the National League for Democracy (NLD)
could fracture following a contentious
debate within party leadership on whether
the party should re-register or not.

Aung Shwe, Chairman of the main
opposition part y, reportedly proposed re-
registration at a March 15th meeting at
party headquarters in Rangoon in order
to secure the party’s survival.

“The party could split into two factions
owing to discussion on whether to
participate in the election or not. The party
should negotiate with the SPDC [Burmese
junta] and within party membership as
well. I believe the leadership can make a
correct decision,” said Khin Nyunt Mu,
Secretary of the NLD’s Women’s Affairs
Working Group in Pegu Division.

All political parties must register with
the election commission within 60 days
from March 17th according to the recently
enacted Political Party Registration Law.
At present there are ten political parties
remaining from the 1990 general elections,
including the NLD.

The NLD has to date reiterated its
intent to stand by its Shwegondaing
Declaration, which calls on the military
junta to release all political prisoners
including Aung San Suu Kyi, a review of
the 2008 constitution, recognition of the
1990 general election results and
commencement of a dialogue aimed at
national reconciliation.

The Declaration echoes ideas debated

and agreed upon by political prisoners
during the course of the 1990s, which
outlined perceived conditions relating to the
release of opposition leader Aung San Suu
Kyi.

Khin Maung Swe, a Central Executive
Committee member of the NLD, said the
party should re-register, with the envisioned
release of Aung San Suu Kyi providing for
a readily available base of leadership.

However, sources close to the NLD said
there is a division within the top 20
members of the party’s leadership, with
Chairman Aung Shwe, Khin Maung Swe and
Dr. Than Nyein heading a pro-registration
faction opposed by the likes of Win Tin,
Nyan Win and Ohn Kyaing.

As the decision appears deadlocked at
the Central Executive Committee level, half
of whose members remain incarcerated,
the party has called for a March 29th
meeting of the 100 Central Committee
members to assist in deciding the matter.

If the NLD leadership chooses to enter
the election, contends Khin Saw Htay of the
NLD’s Women’s Affairs Working Group in
Magway Division, “they would thereby
default on their longstanding claim for the
results of the1990 elections to be honored.”

“In the case of making a decision for
the party on whether to join in the new
election or not, every Central Committee
member must show their courage. I worry
they will vote pro-election since they are in
fear of arrest. If so, I denounce them for
the sake of ending the mi litary dictatorship,”
she said.

 “A person should openly stand for his
or her political position. I call on them to
openly state their position,” remarked Myint
Myint Aye, a party member downgraded to
ordinary party member status due to a
violation of party regulations in February
of this year.

She faults party leadership for a lack
of preparation to the present crisis.

Tin Oo, Vice-Chairman of the NLD,
himself recently released from house
arrest, has yet to make any public
statement regarding party re-registration.
But he has stated he will stand together
with Aung San Suu Kyi no matter her
decision.

According to election laws, prisoners
are not allowed to stand for election, let
alone be members of political parties. Aung
San Suu Kyi is currently serving an 18-
month sentence for purportedly harboring
an American man who gained illegal access
to her lakeside compound in May 2009.

Phanida

Worries spread regarding NLD split

Chiang Mai –  Officials from the
Myanmar Garment Manufacturers
Association said the industry, affected by
the global economic downturn, is still
struggling to achieve its previous position.

Since the end of November 2008,
production has fallen 30 percent and

Burma’s garment industry struggling
to survive

manufacturers are struggling hard to
maintain preventing a further downturn,
said U Myint Soe, Chairman of the
association.

“The world (financial) crisis has hurt
our garment industry since November 2008
and affected production, with the trend
continuing. We are trying to stabilize the

Chiang Mai –  The much-anticipated
transformation of the junta-backed Union
Solidarity and Development Association
(USDA) into a political party has finally been
realized, and it will contest the 2010
general elections under the same moniker.

As disclosed by a high-ranking party
official, the USDA has been converted into
a party and all government staff and youth
under 25 years of age have been expelled
from the organization. The rest, since late
March, are being issued party membership
cards.

“We have started the groundwork to
contest the election. The organization is
now converted into a part y. We have
already formed division and district level
branches and all the assets and ownership
have been transferred. There are now no
more government property and assets,”
he told Mizzima.

While the military regime is trying to
blackout news of steps being taken for the
conversion of the groups into a political
faction, all USDA members interviewed by
Mizzima confirmed the news.

Party sources disclosed that they do
not need to undertake any special
organizational work because they have
already been involved with work such as
building roads and bridges for the people.

The State Law and Order Restoration
Council (SLORC) established the USDA on
15 September 1993 after seizing power
in a coup in 1988.

The USDA has a reported 24 million
members, according to an official
statement issued in 2007, with Agriculture

USDA transformed into political
party

Kyaw Kha Minister Major General Htay Oo serving as
General Secretary.

However, since according to the Party
Registration Law government staff and all
persons under the age of 25 years are
barred from being party members, the
exact number of current members of the
USDA minus barred persons remains
unknown.

Present generals and ministers of the
cabinet will contest the general election as
candidates of the USDA, according to Forum
for Democracy in Burma (FDB) Secretary
General Dr. Naing Aung said, a political
activist in exile.

“Military personnel will contest the
election through the USDA. Many senior
leaders will resign from their army posts
and will contest,” he predicts.

Naypyitaw has instructed a blackout on
news relating to the current status of the
USDA, which is considered the civilian pillar
of the mi litary regime. Earlier, Burmese
analysts speculated that the USDA would
assume a new name to contest the election
and may even be divided among multiple
parties.

USDA members have been building
roads and distributing drinking water as
part of organizational work along with
serving military party members.  But the
image of the USDA was tarnished after the
premeditated attack on NLD members and
leaders in 2003 in Depayin as well as its
involvement in the brutal crackdown on
protesters in the 2007 Saffron Revolution.

The source in Naypyitaw said some
serving cabinet ministers and military
officers will soon announce their resignation
from their posts.

The junta-backed civilian organization Union Solidarity and Development Association
(USDA), popularly predicted to contest this year's planned elections, has reportedly

begun constructing roads in Rangoon’s Bo Sein Man area with large signboards
advertising their work. Photo – Mizzima. Local residents and observers believe the

USDA’s actions could be a campaign tactic in the run-up to elections, though no date
has yet been set for the polling.

Aung Shwe, NLD Chairman, delivering a
speech at the party's Rangoon headquar-
ters on the 20th anniversary of the party

on September 27th, 2008

Workers at a Rangoon garment factory.

Kyaw Kha

situation so it doesn’t deteriorate,” added
U Myint Soe.

Burmese garment producers receive
sub-contracts from international
companies and many exports go to Europe,
Latin America and Asia, with Japan the
principle importer of Burmese textiles.
Since 2003, the U.S. government has
imposed economic sanctions against
Burma’s military regime and banned the
import of clothing products from Burma.

U Myint Soe explained labor wages for
factory workers have also been affected
by the global economic crisis, with
unemployment in foreign countries
resulting in a loss in demand for textiles.

“It is true that wages and production
have declined since there is less demand
for clothing around the world. Clothing

prices are falling and it means less revenue
for the producers,” he expanded.

Nonetheless, although the industry is
running slowly, according to of ficial figures
three new garment factories have begun
operations in Rangoon during the last three
months, with more than 120 garment
factories operating in Burma in total.

The main problems for garment
factories in Burma is frequent electricity
shortages and extra fuel expenses that add
to transaction costs and ensure a low
return, a manufacturer from Dagon Seik
Kan Township told Mizzima.

Most factory workers in the garment
industry are young girls recruited from rural
areas who typically earn from 45,000 to
60,000 kyats (US $45 to $60) a month.
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New Delhi –  Tata Motors, India’s
largest automobile company, has signed a
contract with Myanmar (Burma)
Automobile and Diesel Industries (MADI)
Ltd. to set up a heavy truck unit in the
military ruled country.

“MADI is setting up a heavy truck plant
at Magwe under a line of credit from the
Government of I ndia,” Debasis Ray, the
Head of Corporate Communications at
Tata Motors told Mizzima.

“We have been asked to implement
the project by the central government so
we are signing the turnkey contract with
Myanmar (Burma) Automobile and Diesel
Industries Ltd.,” said Ray.

Ray further said the plant,
approximately 480 kilometers from
Rangoon, will become operational at the
end of 2010 or early the f ollowing year.

“The company will employ Burmese
employees and the plant will have a
production capacity of 1,000 units annually
at the beginning, which can be expanded
to 5,000 vehicles per year,” added Ray.

“The product of this plant, that is
heavy trucks, wi ll be uti lized in Burma,”
expanded Ray. The company, however,
refused to provide financial details of the

Tata Motors to establish truck plant
in Burma

agreement when asked.
Burma, ruled by the military junta since

1962, is facing economic sanctions
imposed by the European Union, United
States and others because of its poor
human rights records and long detention
of opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi. But
the impact of the sanctions has been
weakened as neighbors such as India,
China and ASEAN countries continue to
invest large sums, particularly in the oil
and gas industries.

Analysts see this pact as part of India’s
‘Look East Policy’, in which economic and
strategic initiatives are undertaken with
Southeast Asian countries to boost India’s
presence as a regional superpower.

Media reports last December said
bilateral trade between India and Burma
is likely to grow to one billion dollars in
2010.

When asked by Mizzima how Tata
plans on acquiring the necessary land for
building the truck plant in Burma, the issue
was said to be one for the Burmese
government to address. In the past such
land reclamation has been undertaken on
the part of the junta forcefully and without
adequate compensation.

New Delhi –  The main opposition
parties in India have ganged up against
the ruling government over its silence
regarding the forthcoming elections in
Burma and said that though India can only
vent its opinion it ought to make its stand
clear.

Brinda Karat, Politbureau member of
the Communist Party of India (Marxist) told
Mizzima, “The Indian government should
state its stand clearly (on Burma’s electoral
laws). We would like to demand the
release of opposition leader Aung San Suu
Kyi. If she is detained what will the world
think of the junta. ”

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
India’s primary opposition part y, told
Mizzima that democracy does not prohibit
anyone from contesting the elections.

“After all in a democracy, people are
the decision makers and they will decide
who is the best f or the country,” said
Prakash Javadekar, spokesperson for the
BJP.

The Indian government has refrained
from making an official statement on the
electoral laws in Burma, with the Foreign
Ministry not responding to Mizzima’s
repeated calls for comment.

New electoral laws announced by the
Burmese military government last week
ban anyone convicted by a court from being
a member of a party or to contest the 2010
election. It also makes it mandatory for
political parties to expel imprisoned
members for purposes of party
registration.

There are over 2,100 polit ical

prisoners serving lengthy sentences. They
include leaders of the 1988 student-led
democracy movement, Members of
Parliament elected in the 1990 elections,
Buddhist monks who participated in the
2007 protests as well as the country’s
democracy icon Aung San Suu Kyi.

Minister of Parliament Sharad Joshi
said, “Unless Suu Kyi is allowed to
participate the electoral laws would have
no credibility and cannot be counted as free
and fair.”

Speaking at the rally, Joshi, who is also
Convener of the Indian Parliamentarians’
Forum for Democracy in Burma, said his
organization has urged the government of
India to pressure the Burmese junta to
initiate a dialogue with Aung San Suu Kyi
and hold free and fair elections.

In a statement issued today by the
Forum, Indian Ministers of Parliament have
urged the Indian government to work with
the Secretary General of the United Nations
in calling for the unconditional release of
Aung San Suu Kyi and national
reconciliation in Burma.

Opposition urges India to take stand
on Burmese polls

Burma’s electoral laws
undemocratic: Indian experts

Indian constitutional experts and
election observers have said that Burma’s
electoral laws as announced through state
controlled media do not follow democratic
norms.

Subash Kashyap, a constitution expert
and former Secretary General in the Indian
Parliament, said, “What is going on in
Burma is really a serious matter.  What the
junta is doing over the last two decades is
totally against democratic laws.”

Election laws announced by the junta
have barred pro-democracy leader Aung
San Suu Kyi from being a member of a
party, f rom forming a party or contesting
the elections. The laws state that anyone

serving a prison term cannot be a member
of a political party. Aung San Suu Kyi is
presently under 18 months house arrest.

“It is wrong to keep the opposition
leader under house arrest. She must be
freed to contest elections. Under
democratic laws every individual has the
right to contest elections. There can be no
election if there is no opposition party,”
Sanjay Kumar of the Centre for the Study
of Developing Societies (CSDS) in New
Delhi told Mizzima.

Meanwhile, Sabya Sachi, a professor
and election observer in Kolkata, told
Mizzima, “If such laws are made then
there will never be peace and democracy
in the country.”

“Opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi
must be set free and should be allowed to
campaign. She must be allowed to speak
in public, free to meet people and must be
allowed to hear publ ic demands,” he
added.

The anticipated elections are the fifth
of seven steps in the junta’s self-
proclaimed ‘roadmap to democracy’. I n
1990 Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League
for Democracy swept to victory but was
refused power.

“Unless and until Aung San Suu Kyi is
released, there will not be free and fair
elections,” believes Subash Kashyap.

The 64-year old Suu Kyi has been in
detention for the majority of the last 20
years. The new law also gives the NLD just
60 days from March 8th to register as a
party if it wants to take part in the elections.

Delhi court fines Burmese activists

Burmese democracy activists arrested for protesting outside the Burmese Embassy in
New Delhi.  Photo: Mizzima.

New Delhi –  Burmese activists
arrested by Delhi police on March 20th
were fined 2,000 rupees each by a court
on March 23rd.

Metropolitan magistrate Judge Pritam
Singh passed the sentence.

The 26 activists, including five women,
were charged for unlawful assembly,
disobeying public officers and defacement
of property for their protest in front of the
Burmese embassy compound in New Delhi.

The activists smeared red paint on the
wall of the embassy compound protesting
against the Burmese military junta and the
recently announced electoral laws that they
argue are ‘undemocratic’ and ‘fraudulen’.

In total some 72 Burmese activists
joined in the protests, shouting slogans
against the junta and paiting “Than Shwe
Go to Hell. Elections No Need” on the walls
of the embassy compound before Delhi
police intervened.

Brinda Karat, Politbureau member of the
Communist Party of India (Marxist)
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 Regional/Inside News

New Delhi –  The states of Manipur
and Mizoram in northeast India are
increasingly being known as safe havens
for drug smugglers, while insurgent groups
operating in the area amass funds from
drug deals.

According to recent studies and local
authorities, drug trafficking has been on
the rise in Indo-Burma border areas, with
poppy cultivation said to be on the increase
on both sides of the international boundary.

Statist ics provided by a drug
rehabilitation center in Manipur suggest
there has been an increase in the number
of drug addicts along with drug trafficking,
with a ten percent increase in drug
trafficking reported from last year, Mr. Babil
Singh of the Kripa Foundation, an Imphal-
based organization, told Mizzima.

“Most of the drugs are smuggled from
Burma and it is the third largest drug
trafficking zone in the world,” expanded CH.
Tikendra Singh, in-charge of Awakening
Home, an Imphal rehabilitation center.
Imphal is the capital of the state of Manipur.

“There are more than 24 rehabilitation
centers in Manipur, and the rate of drug
addiction has been increasing compared
to last year. Now around 40,000 people are
drug addicts in Manipur,” Singh added.

Officials from Manipur’s Narcotics and
Affairs in Border (NAB) admitted that drug
trafficking in the region is on the rise.

“These areas do not have motorable
roads and barter trade occurs with opium
being exchanged for rice and some other
essential items with people in Burma,” said
S Amirlal Sharma, Superintendent of NAB.

Sharma expanded, “Poppy plants are
grown illegally in Manipur but there are no
laboratories for manufacturing No.4

powder (heroin) in Manipur. So most of
the opium is transported to Burma, while
a part is retained for local consumption.
Ukhrul and Chandel Districts of Manipur
bordering Burma are the areas where most
of the poppy cultivation is done.”

Heroin produced in Burma is
subsequently sent back to India and
ultimately exported to Europe.

In late February Assam Rifles troops
in Manipur carried out a sustained
campaign to destroy il legal poppy
plantations in remote areas of various
mountain ridges along the Indo-Burma
border in collaboration with NAB.

NAB has destroyed approximately 245
hectares of illegal cultivation along the
Indo-Burma border this year.

“Though we have occasional meetings
(every three months) in Tamu or in Moreh
(Indo-Burma border towns) with
government officers from Burma, we are
not able to contr ol drug tr afficking,” said
Sharma.

He believes there is need for the
continuous education of villagers about the
harmful effects of opium along with the
provision of an alternative program of
development. But the problem is that these
areas are commonly swarming with
insurgents and many approaches are
heavily mined.

According to a news release from the
Manipur government, last month Indian
troops arrested two Burmese nationals in
possession of 130 kilograms of raw
materials for the making of explosives.

Field level officers contacted in Moreh
said there is a meeting slated for the last
week of March with Burmese
counterparts.

Indo-Burma border awash with
narcotics

Illegal Poppy cultivation in Nongmaiching  before being destroyed by NAB officials on
Monday, January 18,2010

E-tu Hta refugee camp –  Hundreds
of men, women and children thronged the
sand banks of the Salween river in the area
of the E-tu Hta temporary Karen refugee
camp. They came together on March 14th
to observe the International Day of Action
for Rivers and to protest against dam
projects on the Salween.

Those gathered listened to speakers
before floating a raft downriver with a
poster reading “No Dam” down the
Salween. The villagers were Internally
Displaced Persons (IDPs) from the Ho Kay,
Por Ka Der and E-tu Hta refugee camps.

E-tu Hta temporary refugee camp lies
on the banks of the Salween river, the
border between Karen State in Burma and
Mae Hong Son Province in Thailand. This
year marks the sixth consecutive anti-dam
event focused on the Salween River,
coordinated by Karen Rivers Watch (KRW),
a coalition of Karen social groups and
villagers.

“This annual event of anti-dam day
aims to keep the spirit of awareness of
dams on the Salween River up-to-date and
show the solidarity that our Karen people
have towards a broader anti-dam
movement organized by other people. We
are against mega dams, full stop,” said
Saw Johnny Lay, spokesperson for KRW.

There are three dams proposed for
the Salween River, all of which are in a
conflict zone.

Villagers are concerned that the dams
will repeat the mistakes of previous dam
construction projects, with people being
forcibly removed from their homes, targets

of vicious assaults and the destruction of
the ecological balance of the region.

One day before the event there was a
women’s forum and a children’s forum to
provide basic education for students and
to organize the villagers. More than one
hundred women and children participated
in the one-day workshop.

Saw Lawplah, one of the organizers,
said, “We need a people-to-people
advocating strategy to expand our idea and
to make sure that the environmental is in
all our Karen hearts. Karen for Karen
people.”
(Contribution from Karen Rivers Watch)

Karen IDPs protest dam projects on
Salween River

organize. This is a huge step forward in a
country where up to now civil society is all
but non-existent.

The period after the elections is also
a time when the opposition finally gets to
present its plans and ideas. There is no
guarantee that any of it will be adopted by
the then government, but it will be quite
interesting to see how the opposition
wants to heal the Burmese economy, solve
the ethnic problems and get education and
healthcare back on track. At the moment
the programs of opposition groups are
pretty one dimensional, focusing almost
exclusively on a political power shift.

Parties like the NLD and Democratic Party
only seem to have one policy target,
democracy, without a r eal understanding
of what democracy really is or can be.

If the NLD decides to take part in the
elections this will send a signal to the
international community. And if the NLD is
allowed to play a meaningful role after the
elections this could open up the way for
investment and humanitarian aid. This will
have a direct effect on the lives of many
Burmese, for most of whom the main

problem is that they l ive in poverty, without
access to healthcare or education.

The opposition could also try to reign
in the economic firesale that is currently
underway. Hopefully the privatization of
public property could be stopped at some
point, or at least investigated.

It is clear there are benefits to be
enjoyed, some potentially with a lot of
impact. But there is no denying too that it
is far from ideal to have the army as a
state within the state. The prospect of a
possible new coup will loom large for the
coming years.

But by now it should be clear that the
election is going to happen and that the
junta will not alter the constitution or

acknowledge the results of the 1990
election.

The opposition should calculate the
possible net result and not get carried away
by wishful thinking and lofty ideals. It
wouldn’t hurt to take the long view. As a
politician in Rangoon recently told me, let’s
get these elections over with. In a couple
of years the people will be able to vote
again, and then the cards on the table will
have been reshuffled.
(Adam Selene /pseudonym is journalist
based in Bangkok.)

How about the benefits?  continued from page 1

political party because the election laws
are unjust,” National League for Democracy
(NLD) spokesman Nyan Win told reporters
at party headquarters in Rangoon.

The decision not to contest the election
was decided unanimously at a meeting of
members of the Central Executive
Committee and Central Committee of
States and Divisions following heated
debates both within the party and the wider
community of Burma observers.

“Vice-Chairman Tin Oo, who was
recently released from house arrest,
announced two decisions taken at the
meeting. One was not to register the party
and another was not to abolish the party
although it is not being r egistered,” said a
youth leader who awited the party decision
in front of the party office.

However, Aung Shwe, National League
for Democracy Chairman, did not turn up
for the decisive meeting on whether the
party would re-register with the Election
Commission. He had previously spoken in
guarded favoritism for re-registration.

Sources in the party told Mizzima that

Aung Shwe had sent a message the
previous day in which he said he would
abide by the decision of detained party
general secretary Aung San Suu Kyi.

The junta’s electoral laws, announced
on March 8th, state if the NLD wants to re-
register it must by default expel its General
Secretary, Aung San Suu Kyi, who was
sentenced to 18 months under house
arrest, in addition to over 400 other party
members.

If the NLD, which could tally 12 million
members at its highest point, does not re-
register within a 60-day deadline set to
expire on May 7th, it will automatically
cease to exist. There remains a heated
debate among party leaders whether the
party should be re-register.

On March 13th, Aung San Suu Kyi told
her lawyers that she did not want the party
to re-register.

During the meeting of NLD leaders, two
truckloads of security personnel and two
fire trucks were stationed nearby, with
additional security forces remaining on
standby in the vicini ty.

NLD not to re-register continued from page 1
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“

Unless they release Aung San Suu Kyi
and allow her and her party to participate
in elections, it’s a complete farce and
therefore contrary to their roadmap to
democracy.”

“It seems to me the NLD need better
political and legal  advisers.” Tonkin took
issue with NLD lawyer Aung Thein’s
assertion in an earlier interview with
Mizzima that even if Aung San Suu Kyi won
her appeal she would still be barred from
running for office because she would be a
former prisoner and thus ineligible under
the new election laws. “Suu Kyi could in
any case perhaps be a patron of or Senior
Adviser to the NLD until she is released in
maybe November, then resume her duties
as Secretary General and take her seat in
Parliament at the first b y-election.”

“The NLD’s advisers are the people of
Burma who tell us to continue to fight the
junta. Than Shwe’s goal is to remove Aung
San Suu Kyi from the NLD and that’s what
these laws try to do. Before sending me to
jail for seven years, military intelligence
tried to force me to declare that I disagreed
with Aung San Suu Kyi being NLD party
leader.  I r efused so they sent me to jai l.
There is no real law in Burma because the
junta is above the law.”

“They’ve used so many devices. It’s like
using a machinegun to kill a mosquito.” The
respected professor behind Burma
Economic Watch added, “Many of us
suspected this wasn’t about bringing any
real change to Burma, but it is surprising
how nakedly they’re going about it.”

Thein Oo
 (Burma Lawyers Council and elected MP)

“If this law continues, not only Aung
San Suu Kyi but also many pro-democracy
activists and ethnic nationalities cannot
contest”. Last year the Burma Lawyers

Council (BLC) was declared an unlawful
organization by the junta and under the
new electoral laws anyone accused of being
affiliated with an outlawed organization like
the BLC is ineligible from running for office.

Singapore Straights Times

“Is the military government setting the
stage for, in United Nations Secretary-
General Ban Ki Moon’s exhortative words,
the ‘most credible, inclusive and
transparent’ polls?  Not by a long shot.”

“Indications available so far suggest
that they do not measure up to our
expectations of what is needed for an
inclusive political process.”

“I am deeply disappointed though
entirely unsurprised that the military junta
has now formally confirmed that Daw Aung
San Suu Kyi will be unable to participate
in the forthcoming elections. That the junta
intended to proceed down the path of
holding flagrantly unfair and unfree
elections has been clear for years.  Not
only was the substance of the new
constitution deeply flawed, but the
referendum where it was ‘adopted’ was
also fixed. The only question remaining
now is how the international community
will respond to its will being flouted yet
again by the Burmese junta.”

“We are concerned at the implications
of the laws we’ve seen so far, and regret
that they are not based on genuine and
inclusive dialogue between the regime,
opposition and ethnic groups. Our position
remains that elections in Burma will not
be credible unless such dialogue takes
place.”

“Elements of the laws point to a
deliberate effort by Burmese military
leaders to prevent legitimate democratic
actors from participating in the promised
elections.”

World reacts to election laws

Alberto Romulo
(Foreign Secretary
of the Philippines)

Derek Tonkin
(former British

diplomat and
co-founder of

Network Myanmar)

Khun Myint Tun
(NLD MP-elect and Labor
Minister in Burma’s
exiled government)

Sean Turnell
(Burma specialist at

Australia’s Macquarie
University)

Ban Ki-moon
(UN SecretaryGeneral)

Jared Gesner
(Aung San Suu Kyi’s
US lawyer)

Ivan Lewis
(British ForeignOffice)

Lawrence Cannon
(Canadian Foreign
Minister)

regarded as outlawed organizations by the
regime. The “outlawed organizations”
clause as written could bar the vast
majority of people belonging to Burma’s
democracy movement, both inside and
outside the country, f rom actively
participating in the electoral process.

The laws also forbid organizations
presently involved in an armed struggle
against the military government from
contenting the polls, in addition to monks
and other religiously denominated
individuals.

Any party that wants to take part in
the upcoming election must register itself
with the newly created Electoral
Commission within 60 days of the
announcement of the electoral laws, in
other words, by May 6th.

After years of struggling against the
increasingly belligerent military regime, the
National League for Democracy (NLD)
attempted to reinvigorate the party earlier
in March by creating a Central Committee
(CC) of 100 key party members, several
of whom remain behind prison bars.

“We feel that the election laws are
aimed at our part y. It ’s because we just
announced the list of CC members that

includes those who are presently in jail. If
we have to get the NLD registered with
the new election commission, we have to
expel these members,” assessed NLD
leader Ohn Kyaing.

In order to comply with the new laws
the NLD would have to expel party leader
Aung San Suu. The Nobel Peace Prize
winner was convicted last year in what
many observers believe was a show trial.
She was charged with breaking the
conditions of her house arrest after U.S.
citizen John Yettaw broke into her house
to ward her of an impending terrorist
attack transmitted to him in a dream.

“As for the new laws, we have to expel
Aung San Suu Kyi from the part y. If not,
the party will be de-registered and cannot
contest the election. Those who are
convicted by a court cannot enter into the
elections,” lamented NLD part y
spokesperson Nyan Win.

Despite revealing the electoral laws,
the regime has still yet to specify a date
for the polling, leaving some observers to
wonder if elections will in fact take place
at al l this year. Meanwhile, Burma’s
principle opposition party stands at a critical
crossroads for both the future of party and
country.

Electoral laws continued from page  1

The junta has once again extended a deadline on their contentious Border
Guard Force proposal to three armed ceasefire groups that have thus far declined
acceptance of the scheme, leading to questions of what the future holds for the
organizations if they remain outside the plan.

Originally given till the close of 2009 to respond, the Shan State Army (North),
United Wa State Army and Eastern Shan State Special Region 4 (Mongla group)
have now been issued a deadline of April 28th. If they fail to accede to the Border
Guard Force proposal, the groups risk being labeled unlawful associations.

The junta has long advocated the seminal importance of ensuring the territorial
integrity of the state as a centr al pillar of i ts ideology. Theoretically, the ethnic
dilemma was to have been solved prior to the constitutional referendum conducted
in May 2008. That patently did not happen, and the regime now appears to be
bringing all its political weight against the defiant groups – with the junta’s No. 2,
Vice-Senior General Maung Aye, assigned to play a leading role.

When the National League for Democracy opted not to register with the Election
Commission, but yet remain a political entity as presently constituted, they apparently
opened the door for future arrests of group members once the party is officially
deemed unlawful. The fate of armed ceasefire groups that choose to remain
outside the junta-dir ected nation-building plan may prove an even harsher reality.

Despite the lengthy ceasefires enjoyed by many of the groups – nearly two
decades in the case of the estimated 30,000 strong United Wa State Army – being
branded an unlawful association risks renewed violent hostilities against a Tatmadaw
that has been undergoing a vigorous force modernization project since the overhaul
of General Ne Win and his Burmese Socialist Programme Party.

Speaking of the three armed ceasefire groups aforementioned, presumably
both China and Thailand, two important neighbors for Burma, would both be
consulted before the launch of al l out w ar. But i f the mi litary feels its proposed
2010 elections have strengthened its hand with the wider international community
in dealing with political opponents, 2011 could indeed see the return of hot war
zones to regions presently experiencing a tenuous veneer of peace.

Certainly the experience of the Sri Lankan government in violently putting an
end to the Tamil Tigers – with apparently minimal backlash from the international
community for the well-documented wanton violence of the operation – was not
lost on Burma’s generals. And the constitutional demand that the future head-of-
state be a person with established military knowledge, among other military-
friendly constitutional provisions, will also not hurt in establishing the ostensibly
civilian approval needed to renew hostilities.

Burma’s ethnic problems have often played second fiddle to the ongoing drama
pitting the rul ing junta against Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy.
While there is a ways to go yet before elections and much could yet take place, if
armed ceasefire groups continue to remain outside the Border Guard Force plan,
the ethnic melee – as it did in the wake of independence – may again assume
center stage.

Renewed civil war to follow 2010
elections?
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Elections 2010 - The Electoral Laws Debate
For 20 years Burmese politics has

remained relatively static, with the
country’s principle opposition group
seeking to right the injustice of the 1990
election, which presumably should have led
to a government headed by Aung San Suu
Kyi. Meanwhile, the anticipated 2010
election offers little to no hope of
addressing the country’s most demanding
fissures, be the polling free and fair or
otherwise; the most important work to be
done still lying in the relatively ignored
arena of creating a shared understanding
and appreciation for the direction of the
country. 

With the regime’s announcement last
week of the Election Law, Aung San Suu
Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD)
unquestionably faces a critical fork in the
road. The party is apparently confronted
with either delisting Aung San Suu Kyi and
other prominent detained leaders from the
registry, or f ace liquidation of the part y. 

In all truthfulness, the Election Law
and present predicament of the NLD and
Aung San Suu Kyi should have come as a
surprise to nobody, and party directives and
posturing well thought out in advance.
Nevertheless, even at this increasingly late
hour it is not impossible for the NLD to
make inroads toward their overarching
goals – and it starts with reconceptualizing
the role and importance of its heralded
figurehead. 

It is naturally assumed that if Aung San
Suu Kyi were forced out of the party it
would be a victory for the junta and provide
further legitimation of the junta’s apparent
unilateral political process. Such a
conception is inaccurate. Moreover,
objection to the Election Law on the basis
of rights, while maybe theoretically
correct, offers no direction or hope for
political reform. The current crisis
surrounding Aung San Suu Kyi and the NLD
is not one of rights; it is one of strategic
vision. 

Aung San Suu Kyi’s polit ical
significance is arguably more important in
2010 than it was in 1990. But her
significance need not lie in formally
assuming the reigns of political power –
as she herself has alluded to in various
speeches. Rather, the notion of Prime

Minister Aung San Suu Kyi as the
imperative endgame has been greatly
enhanced by rights groups and activists
while The Lady herself sits in enforced
idleness on the shores of Inya Lake. 

If Aung San Suu Kyi is allowed a
certain modicum in mobil i ty and
communication, her potential impact on the
transformation of Burmese society need
not necessarily be lessened – even if it
means she is not formally associated with
the NLD or the holder of high political office.
As a figure looked to in bringing about long-
awaited national reconciliation, it can even
be argued that such a role would be eased
if she were not leading the NLD. 

This notion of Aung San Suu Kyi’s
future political significance was recently
bolstered with the news that she herself
would be willing to accept the junta’s much
maligned 2008 constitution if it were
accompanied by free and fair elections;
elections that would ensure the military’s
continued dominance of Burmese society
according to popular opposition jargon of
the day.

However, the above sentiment would
fit well with a role for The Lady as leader
of national reconciliation, assisting in
rebuilding the long-lost trust between
competing organizations. 

If the NLD as a party founded on
principles and ideologies is to serve as a
lasting bulwark in Burmese politics, it surely
has to be bigger than the appeal of a single
person; for it is the policies and ideas that
withstand time, not the human body . 

At present it is very much in doubt if
the NLD as an institution maintains any
significant mass support beyond urban
centers and university campuses. My own
ad hoc enquiries over the course of the
last 15 years leads me to conclude that
without Aung San Suu Kyi, the NLD as
presently constituted would lose significant
ground. 

The NLD has committed, capable
members beyond the shores of Inya Lake
and the country’s penal system. If they can
compete and win elected seats the party
will persevere and I would suggest
eventually be able to better solidify its
political constituency. At the same time, i f
Aung San Suu Kyi is allowed to play an
apolitical political role there can be little
question that she will yet remain a key
person in determining the direction of the
NLD, which itself will always – with or
without her – be associated with The Lady. 

And as reconciliation is furthered and
trust rebuilt, through the work of Aung San

Suu Kyi as well as increased interaction
between heretofore-disparate political
personalities, the possibility for changes
further afield regarding Burma’s political
composition becomes increasingly likely.
This is a possibility that presently does not
exist, and will not come to exist via the
continued announcement of demands
made by the opposition and sympathetic
voices in the international community. 

It is high time for Burma’s democratic
opposition to devise strategies respective
of i ts constituent strengths (and
weaknesses) and within the context of
Burma’s ongoing political crisis. 

The NLD desperately needs to rebuild
its countrywide organizational capacity and
Aung San Suu Kyi desperately needs to be
actively involved in the country’s hoped for
progress. While these two criteria are not
mutually exclusive, they also need not
perfectly overlap. 

Aung San Suu Kyi can formally part
ways from the NLD…a move that, if played
correctly, can lead to the long-term benefi t
of both country and party alike. But it is a
move that must be made irrespective of
rights doctrine and legislation, and instead
with respect to the existing strategic
landscape.

Chiang Mai –  Win Tin, a senior leader
of Burma’s main opposition party the
National League for Democracy, told
Mizzima on March 9th that although
Burma’s military government has begun
issuing laws concerning this year’s national
election, his party will maintain its present
stand until the regime recognizes that the
NLD won Burma’s last election.

“The result of the 1990 election must

be recognized. That was one of the
resolutions from the Shwegondaing
Declaration. The result has to be
recognized one way or another. Our
political stand and demands is the same
as mentioned in the Declaration,” clarified
Win Tin.

The Shwegondaing Declaration, issued
by the NLD on the 29th of April 2009,
demands that the Burmese military regime

release all political prisoners, recognize
the results of the 1990 election, review the
2008 Constitution and begin a dialogue
with NLD party leader Aung San Suu Kyi.

However, Burma’s ruling military
regime has thus far ignored the NLD’s
demands and instead is moving forward
with this year’s planned election.

The law for the Election Commission
abolishes the previous Election

Commission that oversaw the 1990
elections. Win Tin, nonetheless, maintains
that the result of the 1990 election remains
valid, even with notification of the new law.

However, Dr. Tuja, leader of the Kachin
State Progressive Party, which has agreed
to take part in the 2010 election, believes
that when the Burmese government issued
a new Election Commission law the results
of the 1990 election were automatically
voided.

“This newly promulgated law for the
Election Commission has abolished the
Election Commission that was promulgated
in 1988. It automatically abolishes the
NLD’s demand to recognize the 1990
election result,” according to Dr. Tuja.

Naing Tin Aung, from the Mon
Democracy Party, argues that irrespective
of the new election laws the Burmese
military government still needs to release
all political prisoners and amend the 2008
constitution.

“We will consider whether to participate
in the elections or not only after necessary
preparations are met. An election can be held
only after the constitution is amended based
on democratic norms. A majority of people
do not accept the constitution in its present
form”, he told Mizzima in a phone interview
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The State Peace and Development
Council (SPDC), like any dictatorship,
desires legitimacy; and like any modern
state tries to conform to standards of the
international system, which
characteristically entail elections and
civilian rule. Thus, with the announcement
of elections slated to take place in 2010,
the SPDC wants to transform the Burmese
military dictatorship into a semblance of
civilian rule.

However, though pr omoted as a move
towards “discipl ined, f lourishing
democracy” there is no doubt that the
projected change is but a military
dictatorship morphing itself into electoral
authoritarianism.

What is electoral authoritarianism?
It means that the military dictatorship

in Burma will be transformed into
authoritarian rule dressed up in all the
trappings of democracy such as a
constitution, multiparty elections, courts,
national and sub-national legislative
bodies, private media and civi l
organizations. Those who wield power
have made sure that all the advantages
are on their side, with 25 percent of the
seats in legislative bodies, key ministries
conveniently reserved for the military and
the executive branch endowed with
omnipotent power.

Burmese are under no illusion that
these institutions are far from freedom and
liberal democracy. Yet, for the democratic
opposition, these institutions are venues
and arenas to contest, and contest they
must.

The opposition cannot afford to forfeit
any emerging political space

Some consider the boycott an act of
defiance and accuse those in the democratic
movement who intend to participate in the
elections as dreamers. Quite to the contr ary,
reality dictates that elections are the most
viable option at this point in time and that
the opposition cannot afford to forfeit the
polling. Democracy has to be fought for at
every given opportunity and in every space
that becomes available. If the democratic
opposition boycotts the elections it will by
default surrender the opportunity and space
to non-democratic forces.

The military regime holds elections out
of a position of strength

Since 1962, we have heard the calls
for armed struggle or popular uprisings.
Burmese people have taken to the streets
and taken up arms, sacrificing their lives
time and again. Yet, the mi litary dictatorship
has continued to hold sway over the country
for nearly half a century.

Twenty-two years after the 1988
uprising, the SPDC stands in a much
stronger position than ever before. It has
survived sanctions imposed by the West
and has improved its revenue stream
thanks to the exploitation of the country’s
natural resources. International ly, i t
remains comfortably ensconced behind the
veto shields of Russia and China, effectively
warding off any punitive measures brought
against it in the UN Security Council.
Domestically, they have dampened the will
of people to take to the streets – at least
for a while, with their brutal crackdown of
the monks’ uprising in 2007.  With the
recent announcement of the party
registration law, Burma’s major opposition
party, the NLD, seems cornered while
ceasefire groups, though armed, pose no
existential threat. Thus, the SPDC does not
hold the elections from a position of
weakness but from a position of strength
– thereby tone deaf to any demands voiced
by the opposition.

Democracy has to be fought for at
every given opportunity

The main political battleground will be

in the elections for the legislature, because
that is where the Burmese people have an
opportunity to capture as many as 75
percent of the seats. The democratic
opposition must fight for every seat in the
Pyithu Hluttaw (Lower House), Amyotha
Hluttaw (Upper House), Taing Hluttaw
(Region) and Pyi ne Hluttaw (State). The
opposition must carry the fight for
democracy and human rights in the national
and regional bodies, in the courts, in the
media and in the civil organizations. But
foremost, it will have to take part in the
elections. Each seat an opposition party
candidate captures is a seat that will push
the cause of democracy one yard farther
towards its goal. As the Burmese saying
goes, ‘if we move one yard a day, where
will Pagan run?’

Redirecting electoral authoritarianism
Electoral experiences from Iran to

Zimbabwe show that when an opposition
movement participates and protests
against irregularities or fraud, a regime’s
legitimacy becomes challenged in the
international communi ty. Moreover,
opposition unity and cohesion can be crucial
in altering electoral authoritarianism onto
the path of liberalization.

Elections even when flawed can have
positive outcomes. Studies have shown
that they provide increased room to
maneuver for political actors, and in the
case of Latin American countries to the
extent that political space opened up via
elections empowered people to mobilize

and pursue their interests; over a few
election cycles, initial mistrust diminished
among the main polit ical actors.
Furthermore, in the cases of highly
manipulated presidential elections in Cote
d’Ivoire (2000) and Madagascar (2001)
and parliamentary elections in Malawi
(1999) and Namibia (1989), the opposition
won despite serious irregularities and
manipulation. In all those cases, where
opposition won against all odds, they were
united and cohesive. At the same time, in
other cases, positive outcomes emerged
following second or third election cycles
when the old generation of rulers exits the
scene and new arrangements are
negotiated between younger generations
of political actors.

Will it be a quick and easy fight? No.
Will victory be assured? No. Those who

want genuine democracy have a long and
hard road ahead of them. 

As mentioned earlier, elections are
convened by authoritarian regimes to gain
a measure of legitimacy. And there should
be no doubt that the people in power will
employ a full menu of manipulative means
to achieve their goals, as have other
authoritarian systems.

However, the voting patterns of the
Burmese people in both the 1960 and 1990
elections indicate, when given a choice,
they will vote for their real preference
notwithstanding electoral manipulations. It
is a responsibility of the democratic
opposition to do all they can to deny the
military a manufactured popular consent
and to give the Burmese people the power
to choose and to deny.

All things considered, defection from
the elections will by default deliver the
military their long coveted legitimacy on a
platter. 

(Dr. Tun Kyaw Nyein is a political activist
who took part in the 1974 U Thant uprising
in Burma. He is a former political prisoner
and now living in the United States.
Currently, he serves as Dean of the Center
for Adult and Continuing Education at
Misericordia University, Pennsylvania.)

The Burmese junta is using the 2010
elections to smother the opposition and its
democratic activities in order to cement
and legitimize military rule in the guise of
elections and democracy, said Dr. Sein Win,
Prime Minister of the National Coalition
Government of the Union of Burma.

“We will not accept it, and our struggle
for democracy in Burma might be long,”
he reaffirmed.

Dr. Sein Win voiced his thoughts at a
function on March 13th in Berkeley,
California to mark Burma Human Rights
Day.

March 13th has been earmarked as
Burma Human Rights Day by activists in
recognition of Rangoon Institute of
Technology student Phone Maw’s brutal
killing in 1988 by Burmese soldiers, which
eventually led to a nationwide uprising
against military rule.

“This year’s elections, in my opinion,
will not usher in any change in Burma,” Dr.
Sein Win said. He added that all the
democratic al l iances believe the
constitution will not lead to any kind of
democracy.

Controversy has erupted between the

regime and opposition political parties over
the new electoral laws and the 2008
constitution. For instance, the President
must be from a military background and a
registered party has to support and defend
the 2008 constitution.

Nyunt Than, the President of the San
Francisco-based NGO Burmese American
Democratic Alliance, said the regime has
now closed all doors to possible negotiation
and a process of democratization.

“We Burmese people will never give
up, even though it seems hopeless,” Nyunt
Than said.

“Democracy icon Daw Aung San Suu
Kyi and more than 2,000 polit ical
prisoners are our role models, and the
oppressive regime will be defeated,” he
continued.

Toe Lwin, a former political prisoner
now living in the United States, told
Mizzima that the election laws were a
clear example of lawlessness by the junta
in ensuring that there was no effective
opposition.

“The election laws are designed to
simply crush opposition parties,” Toe
Lwin said.
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An approach characterized by dissent
is still taken as the primary tactic by
democratic opponents of the junta.
Meanwhile, there are few quarters
optimistic about the ongoing political
process, manipulated as it is by the military
government to protect itself from future
political opposition. Yet, the r egime’s
foundations are not nearly as secure as
may be assumed.

“A vibrant organized opposition inside
the country is going to be the ruling
military ’s nemesis,” said a long-time
political observer in Rangoon. “There are
cracks within the military and social
movements will not r emain static either.
The regime will certainly tumble down.”

Provisions in the electoral laws

stipulate that a party must have a
minimum of 15 members and must apply
to the election commission for approval to
be established. Once formed that party
must have a minimum of 1,000 members
to campaign at the national level or 500 at
the state or division levels.

The laws further stipulate that party
members must be at least 25 years old
and may not be a monk or member of any
other r eligious order, a government
employee, anyone serving a prison term,
affiliated with rebel or terrorist groups or
foreigners.

“All the stipulations are not facilitating
a real positive development in the political
transition in particular, but just shut ting
down all the ways leading to domestic

improvements in general,” the observer
added.

Almost all democratically inspired
players actually endeavoring to push the
country forward are either in detention or
outside the country. Pushing for real, not
cosmetic change, will come from dissent
and not from any so-called third force.

The real problem now, however, is not
isolationism but fascism.

As another Burmese observer
expanded, “Dictators are strong and
feared. But their power base is vulnerable
to unforeseen minor incidences, just like
a small spanner thrown at bicycle spokes
can bring the bicycle crashing down.”

Laws to protect the junta can be
revoked anytime.

“The bloody goons have spilled too
much blood and tortured too many souls
and enriched themselves beyond
redemption, which is why the opposition
role is critical,” he added, applauding the
fact that the leading democratic force, the
National League for Democracy, opposes
the electoral laws.

Burma’s common goal should be the
end of this repressive government. The
electoral laws themselves are ill conceived.
If they were good and generous even the
West, which the regime fears, would be
pacified.

“In fact, the regime has missed another
good chance to re-engage the world
community.  Had they made a f ew
concessions with the electoral laws the
international community, including the
West, would whole-heartedly engage
them,” the Rangoon-based observer
speculated.

At the same time, howev er, the
Burmese regime continues to benefit from
the likes of China, Russia and North Korea,
playing various parties off one another.

Additionally, what is the international
community? There is no world
government. The system we have
emphasizes nation-states and their
sovereignty. Even when a government is
killing its own people it is hard for the
international community to intervene. The
system is based on geography and a state’s
power projection.

If the regime is not uprooted the
symptoms will not disappear. I nternal
problems will continue to spill over. More
refugees will flow across borders, more
ethnic conflicts will erupt and more human
rights abuse reports will flood the UN.

“Unless there is real demilitarization,
there can be no democracy or
development,” concluded one observer.

The long-awaited electoral law
announcement was ultimately made by
Burma’s military junta on the occasion of
I nternational Women’s Day, and i t
deliberately barred the Lady of Burma from
running for election and even being a
member of a political party.

The so-called electoral laws were not
passed by legislators but by the offices of
the coup leaders, so all the laws naturally
represent what the military desires and
what the opposition opposes.

The mil i tary regime has their
constitution to guarantee supremacy of the
army at all levels of administration; the
sham referendum to enshrine the
document being held only days after more
than 130,000 people died due to a
devastating cyclone. Now they have
announced electoral laws to bury more
people.

The junta also passed a law nine days
after the events of September 18, 1988;
barring a woman married to a foreigner
from headlining Burmese politics. So for
the last 20 years all the coup leaders have
done is nothing but deal with a single
woman.

In the election laws of 1988 members
of the armed forces and government
employees could not be members of
political parties and contest the polls. But
that clause was omitted in the new laws,
with the constitution instead guaranteeing
the military 25 percent of parliamentary
seats.

Further, legally registered political
parties have to respect the 2008

constitution. The National League for
Democracy (NLD) and other ethnic parties
leftover from the 1990 election have been
asking for a review of the controversial
constitution. If that legitimate demand is
not met then all those parties cannot
register and remain as political parties.

There are ten parties that contested
the previous elections presently enjoying
legal status. However, according to Article
25 they have to register again before May
7. And according to Chapter II, Article 4
(e) of the Political Parties Registration Law,
Aung San Suu Kyi must be excluded as a
member of the part y. Most people believe
that without her the NLD is nothing. The
party must thus make its most critical
decision in a tightly constructed timeline.

It is indeed a Catch-22 situation. In
Burmese it is the example of a thorn apple,
or datura stramonium – your hand will be
hurt if you hold it and you will be mad if
you swallow it. Most of the opposition would
rather bleed than be hoodwinked by the
junta.

After announcing the laws, the regime
reopened all NLD offices sealed since 2003.
It was an act not of relaxation but meant
to press the NLD to register so as to offer
the spectrum of an inclusive election as
demanded by the international communi ty.
Wanting the NLD’s participation in the
election cannot be interpreted as positive.
The regime has placed a trap.

NLD General Secretary and Nobel
Peace Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi is
against her party being registered with the
Election Commission because the electoral

regulations are unjust. She is fighting for
justice and freedom. Those who believe
an election as an opportunity will go
against her raison d’être. Meanwhile,
township NLD offices are one-by-one giving
notice of their support for Daw Suu’s stand.

On March 29th all headlines told of the
NLD’s decision. The NLD party looks divided
and the Senior General is smiling. The
destiny of the pro-democracy struggle
depends on the wisdom of NLD leadership.

There are political veterans, some
youth and political opportunists who are
desperate to play the game as set by the
junta. For them a seat in parliament is
better than democracy and freedom. They
are happy to swallow the thorn apple.

(Dr. Tint Swe was elected as a NLD
MP in the 1990 elections and lives in New
Delhi)
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A study dealing with the announced
2010 election laws appeals to domestic and

international voices

o f t e n
critical of
Burma’s ruling
military to step
back and conduct a
realistic assessment
of the polit ical
landscape in Burma and
the corresponding
significance associated with
the election laws.

Derek Tonkin, Chairman of
Network Myanmar and a former
British ambassador to Thailand, argues
in the organization’s March 17th edition
of Burmese Perspectives that Burma’s
election laws and indeed the question of
elections themselves has become muddled
with an overemphasis on Burma’s primary
opposition party and a failure to deal with
ground realties.

“The NLD has set out a counsel of
perfection in the Shwegondaing
Declaration of 29 April 2009 which it would
be hard to fault, but the regime has given
no sign that they are interested in any of
its proposals,” finds the r eport.

The Shwegondaing Declaration

rehashes the longstanding demands of the
National League for Democracy, namely the
release of political prisoners, a review of

the 2008 constitution, dialogue with the
pro-democracy

opposi t ion
and acceptance of

the 1990 election results.
As for the international

community, world leaders often cri tical of
the junta, ac cording to Tonkin, are
cautioned “not to forget that hundreds of
democratically inspired candidates will be
taking part in the elections, despite all the
flaws in the constitution, and that their
interests should not be ignored simply
because of the West’s obsession with the
NLD and her charismatic leader.”

Stating that the recently released set
of election laws should largely have come
as no surprise regarding content, Tonkin
contends the only substantive item to thus
far be revealed is the condition that no

A realistic perspective needed regarding election laws
prisoner can serve as founder or member
of a political party.

However, while many observers have
latched onto the above precondition as
necessarily outlawing any prospective

candidacy of present National League
f o r

Democracy
leader Aung San Suu Kyi,

Tonkin is willing to give Burmese
authorities and institutions the final say.
As such, Tonkin argues only Burma’s
courts and electoral commission (whose
members are hand-picked by the military
junta) can make a final ruling on whether
the opposition leader’s current state of
detention in her lakeside villa qualifies as
prison.

The former ambassador also raises
issues with several assumptions commonly
voiced in the international media,
challenging opinions that the election laws
preclude candidacy for both current and
former detainees, that prohibiting monks
the right to vote is a statute against both
domestic and international norms, and
reminding his readership that the ill-fated
1990 elections were contingent upon the
drafting of a constitution.

Speaking of the 1990 elections, won

by the National League for Democracy with
approximately 60 percent of the vote,
Tonkin is blunt in assessing that honoring
the results of the election twenty years
previously today stands virtually no chance.

Nonetheless, Tonkin does believe the
Election Commission would reinstate the
National League for Democracy if the party
so chooses to apply, even though i t would
imply de facto recognition of the 2008
constitution, which the party has to date
maintained holds no legal authority.

With the crisis presently facing
Burma’s primary opposition part y, the
report asks whether the party may split,
with Aung San Suu Kyi possibly emerging
above formal politics but still very much
able to influence the political direction of
the country.

As Burma approaches relatively new
political waters, Tonkin asks searching
questions of those who have stood
steadfastly by the side of the Aung San
Suu Kyi and the National League for
Democracy during the better party of two
decades.

“What has she [Aung San Suu Kyi]
achieved for the Burmese people after 22
years of struggle,” postulates the r eport,
“the answer is that she has given them a
lot of hope for the future which has never
been fulfilled.”

The Anti-Fascist Peoples Freedom
League (AFPFL) split into two factions,
those who believed the league should be
cleaned, led by U Nu and Thakhin Tin, and
another group prioritizing the stability of
the party led by Ba Swe and Kyaw Nyein.
The division, unfortunately, is something
Burmese are well familiar with, originating
at least as far back as the anti-colonial
campaign.

Today we are witnessing two opinions
within the National League for Democracy
(NLD), which is struggling for democracy
and human rights in Burma and which won
the 1990 general elections. The division is
between a group of activists who see the
cleanliness of the party’s spirit and dignity
as a priority, and other members who see
it as important for the party to survive and
remain stable under the oppression of the
military regime.

When the military junta issued the
political party registration and electoral
laws, many political activists were thrust
into an unexpected environment. The NLD
has since said it stands by the principles
enshrined in the Shwegondaing
Declaration.

Yet the part y’s survival hangs in the
balance. According to the junta’s laws, the
NLD must choose to sack its beloved leader,
Aung San Suu Kyi, if the party wants to
stand legally, since the laws prohibit a
prisoner from serving as member of a legal
political party. And more important ly, any
registered party must commit to honor the
constitution of Burma, of which the NLD
has consistently demanded a review.

Aung San Suu Kyi’s position is quite
clear. She is opposed to the laws since they
are unjust and fail to meet imposed
standards; which literally means she is
willing to continue to fight the imposition
of unjust laws even if it means the end to
her own party. Nonetheless, she is said to

have confirmed that she will follow a
majority decision of party members, as she
stands for democratic principles.

Yet, i f a majori ty of part y members
decide to call for her to join the proposed
elections it can be questioned whether she
should continue to stick with such
colleagues. Leaders of this group believe
Aung San Suu Kyi needs a legal
organization to pursue her legal struggle
and the party should consider sacking her
for the purpose of registration according
to the newly imposed laws.

The NLD, which has opposed party
registration since 1993, they argue, will
be forced to commit to the ‘protection’ of
the new consti tution. Mor eover, the
faction’s leaders claim the NLD should

continue to exist for those who have
sacrificed their lives during the last two
decades.

However, it must be then questioned,
which members of the NLD are calling for
the sacking of Aung San Suu Kyi?

The present situation is totally different
from the 1990 election result, which has
remained unfulfilled for the last twenty
years. More important ly, I bel ieve the new
situation is more important, since NLD
members could opt to form a new party
with the abol ition of the existing part y.

I believe NLD leaders that want to
stand legally can resign from the party and
join with people of the same opinion to
form a new political entity. I would let them
go and form a new political party using a

name such as the new-NLD. Foreign
missions based in Burma will support them
and the junta may allow them to run for
office. The perceived break would be
regrettable and preventable, but they
cannot deceive the people and must allow
the people to make their own choices.
However, I hope they wi ll not be blamed in
history as forcing divisions within the part y.

Former dictator Ne Win and the
generals that have followed have time and
again gained advantages by splitting
opposition parties, including among the
ranks of the AFPFL, dragging the country
into crisis and poverty. I cannot imagine
when and how we will be able to free our
lives of military slavery if the NLD disunites
and splits.

Elections 2010 - The Electoral Laws Debate
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she was handed an 18-month suspended
sentence after being convicted for violating
State Security Law by ‘harbouring’ an
American who swam across a lake and
stayed in her home for two nights.

Answering a question on whether the
US will accept the result of the Burmese
elections, Crowley said, “No. We just – just
we made clear that given the tenor of the
election laws that they put forward, there’s
no hope that this election wi ll be credible.”

However, Crowley said the US would
continue its engagement with Burma but
that the junta must understand that this
engagement is not an opportunity for the
junta to further their political grip over the
troubled country, stipulating,  “in or der to
have that progress, it’s going to have to
show some flexibility on its internal political
process. And so far, those results are
lacking.”

After nearly two decades of imposing
sanctions and isolating Burma, the US
initiated a different approach toward
Burma under the administration of Barrack
Obama, mixing engagement with
sanctions.

While the US along with a few other
countries have expressed their deep
disappointment, United Nations Secretary
General Ban Ki-moon said he took note of
the Burmese government’s announcement
of the electoral laws for the 2010 general
elections and is carefully studying them.

“The indications available so far
suggest that they do not measure up to
the international community’s expectations
of what is needed for an inclusive political
process,” Ban said.

(Mungpi is a Mizzima special
correspondent based in Oklahoma City)

international rights groups such as Human
Rights Watch and Amnesty International.

Nonetheless, Burma’s representative
to the body maintained the regime’s long
held line that the country’s transition
towards democracy is proceeding apace
while there exist no prisoners of conscience
in the country’s penal system.

Despite the much maligned election
laws recently released by the junta, which
opponents argue merely serve to cement
the military’s stranglehold, regional
countries rose in guarded defense of the
regime’s actions, with Thailand’s
representative even claiming that a
“positive trend” could be discerned
regarding the events of recent weeks.

Meanwhile representatives from China
and Bangladesh joined Vietnam in urging
the Council to recognize the “serious
commitment of Myanmar [Burma] to the
national reconciliation process.”

Japan, for its part, chose to emphasize
the importance of benchmarks as Burma
embarks on a transition from military to
democratic rule.

As presently outlined, Burma’s election
laws preclude opposition leader Aung San Suu
Kyi from participating in the elections, a
position widely condemned by Quintana,
Western governments and rights groups alike.
Suu Kyi’s party, the National League for
Democracy, is expected to convene a high-
level meeting at the end of March to outline a
strategy in light of the restrictive election laws.

The United States on March 12th said
it is “deeply disappointed” with the junta’s
electoral laws, calling them a “step in the
wrong direction”, as they bar detained
opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi and
more than 2,100 political prisoners from
contesting the polls.

Philip J. Crowley, Assistant Secretary
of State, during a press briefing told
reporters in Washington, “We are deeply
disappointed with the political party law,
which excludes all of Burma’s more than
2,000 political prisoners from political
participation.”

“We are also troubled that the law
appears to bar the National League of
Democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi from
contesting. It may also prohibit her from
membership in her own party,” Crowley
said.

He said the Political Party Registration
Law, the second in the series of announced
laws, makes a mockery of the democratic
process and ensures that the forthcoming
elections will be devoid of credibility.

According to the Burmese military
junta’s Political Party Registration Law,
political parties cannot include members
under detention, with such persons
obligated to forgeit their membership if the
party wants to be registered.

Burma’s main opposition party – the
National League for Democracy – currently
has several members, including party
General Secretary Aung San Suu Kyi,
under detention.

Nobel Peace Laureate Aung San Suu
Kyi has served over 14 of the past 19 years
in some form of detention. In August 2009

US ‘deeply disappointed’ with
Burma’s electoral laws

Mungpi

New Zealand, India and the United States
of America, there are similar laws, but not
as arbitrary.

Under Burmese law as well, only a
person convicted of a serious criminal
offence like murder or high treason can
be banned from holding public office. Suu
Kyi’s conviction was minor by comparison,
the reduction of the sentence itself proving
the point. Moreover, the principles of
criminal justice state that a person cannot
be punished twice for the same offence.
And while an appeal is pending in the
Supreme Court, the matter is sub judice
and she cannot lawfully be barred from
contesting the poll.

As clearly articulated by the Inter-
Parliamentary Union’s Declaration on Free
and Fair Elections, every person has the
right to take part in the government of their
country as well as vote – the latter a further
right denied Burma’s prison population.

In the United Kingdom, convicted
peace activists contested in Blair’s
constituency. Meanwhile in the United
States, Ted Stevens contested Senate re-
election in 2008 despite being indicted and
eventually convicted for f inancial
corruption.

The fundamental difference with
Burma’s election is that it is coming after
decades of brutal military rule, inclusive

of sham trials. Normative conviction is
different under a democratic regime –
while it may still be wrong, it was yet made
under the rule of law.

Whenever there is a transition from
an authoritarian regime to a constitutional
political structure, electoral laws should be
framed so that opposing parties are not
affected. The entire thing should be based
on national reconciliation. In South Africa,
Nelson Mandela was convicted by the
apartheid regime but was still able to
contest post-apartheid elections. Likewise,
certain procedural norms were adopted in
eastern European countries, Latin America
and Indonesia, allowing for a more
peaceful transition.

The draconian provisions contained in
Burma’s Electoral Laws clearly establish
that the election is not for a transition to
democracy but a process to legitimize the
junta’s rule.

Western government and ASEAN
strategies to engage the junta have yielded
the opposite of intended results, as the
junta remains steadfast in its push to
exclude Suu Kyi from politics. And this
position of the junta will only gain in clarity
as the election date nears.

Meeting in Geneva, the United Nations
Human Rights Council revealed it remains
as divided as ever regarding the political
machinations currently underway in
military-ruled Burma.

Tomas Ojea Quintana, the UN’s Special
Rapporteur for Human Rights in Burma,
presented his findings to the body on
Monday following his third visit to the crisis-
stricken Southeast Asian country.

Quintana iterated that the proposed
2010 elections at least thus far appear to
be an opportunity not seized upon by the
Burmese junta, as little progress is
discernible toward the convening of free
and fair polls. The envoy added that there
also appears to have been little done on
the part of authorities concerning his earlier
four core human rights recommendations.

In October of 2008 the special envoy
recommended the release of all prisoners
of conscience, a review of national
legislation in accordance with international
human rights standards, judicial reform
and the implementation of a human rights
training program for the armed forces.

However, as with Quintana’s previous
reports to the Council, representatives
responded along predictably divisive lines,
with most Western countries demanding
the Burmese junta do more to meet its
international human rights obligations and
regional voices insisting the regime was
making progress in guaranteeing the rights
of its citizens.

Significantly, Australia joined the ranks
of those in vocal support of a UN
commission of inquiry into whether or not
international crimes against humanity have
been committed in Burma.

According to Quintana, “there is an
indication that human rights violations are
the result of a State pol icy, originating f rom
decisions by authorities in the executive,
military and judiciary at al l levels.”

United States representative Douglas
Griffiths added, “The recommendation that
the United Nations consider creating a
commission of inquiry was significant. That
recommendation served to underscore the
seriousness of the human rights problems
in the country, and the pr essing need for
the international community to find an
effective way to address challenges there.”

The move to establish a commission
of inquiry is further supported by numerous

Human Rights Council remains
divided over Burma

The new electoral laws handed down
by Burma’s military rulers are directed
against democracy icon Aung San Suu Kyi.
While banning her from contesting the
upcoming election, the polling itself is
paradoxically being trumpeted as a
transition to democracy.

The new law bars any person from
contesting an election if convicted. Suu Kyi
was convicted of violating her previous
terms of detention for harboring an
American who sought shelter in her
compound after illegally gaining access to
the property. As a result, she is currently
serving an 18-month suspended sentence.

In some countries, such as Australia,
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regime needed to further detain
the opposition leader.

In the United States, the
Obama administration came into
power with a mandate to review
American foreign policy,
particularly in the wake of the
ongoing wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Its policy on Burma
occupies but a minor position in
Washington’s greater global
objectives. Even though President
Bush could not correctly
pronounce the name of Burma’s
democracy leader Aung San Suu
Kyi, he at least strongly took up
her cause. If he had ordered United
States naval vessels, anchored
just miles offshore, to invade
Burma following Cyclone Nargis,
many Burmese would have been
happy.

Obama’s administration
started with a slogan of
engagement with hostile regimes.
As such the Obama
administration maintains its
wil l ingness to engage with
Burma’s generals while
maintaining strict sanctions which
could be eased depending on signs
of positive progress such as the
release of Aung San Suu Kyi and
other political prisoners.

But Burma’s generals,
bolstered by strategic support
from countries like China and
India, know the United States does
not have the teeth necessary to
force their agenda. And
policymakers in Washington also
know it well, though they continue
to call for the holding of free and
fair elections later this year.

It is now clear that Burma’s
ruling generals are not going to
entertain the mood of American
policy on Burma. For the generals,
why should they allow Aung San
Suu Kyi or anyone from the
National League for Democracy to
be in power when they are able
to do what they want, albeit with
the vital support from some veto-
wielding governments such as

The Burmese mil i tary
regime’s harsh party registration
law has at last shocked both the
domestic and international
community. Western countries,
recently given to reviewing
Burma policy and willing to see
national reconciliation in a
different light, including the
notion that Burma’s generals
could be persuaded toward
reform, are now forced to review
their position.

Surely no longer can the
international community deceive
themselves that a policy of
engagement is al ive and
democratic reform in the works?
Thus far the international
community’s unsupported lip
service and ineffective
approaches have only hindered
chances at national
reconciliation. The failure of
national reconciliation is also a
fai lure in two decades of
international efforts.

The international community
should know that the regime will
never give up absolute power
without a vast tradeoff.

Burma’s chronic political
crisis has spun a myriad of
problems, including millions of
illegal immigrants and refugees,
nuclear ambitions and the move
of the regime’s administrative
capital to the relatively isolated
surroundings of Naypyitaw.
Meanwhile, regional security and
stability remains a big question.

Burma’s prolonged political
crisis has only worsened in the
last seven years following the
regime’s unsuccessful attempt to
assassinate Aung San Suu Kyi at
Depayin. I n 2007, the peaceful
chanting of ‘loving kindness’ by
thousands of monks was greeted
with gunshots, leading to many
monks killed and jailed, as well
as protesters. Then, last year, an
American swimmer’s intrusion
into the residence of Aung San
Suu Kyi provided the guise the

China and Russia as well as
businessmen benefiting from
continued military dominance.

The electoral laws coming out
now in Burma prohibit any
dissident, including Aung San Suu
Kyi and the more than 2100
polit ical prisoners, to be
associated in any way with the
country’s electoral process. The
regime will only allow selected
individuals and organizations to
participate in the country’s first
election in 20 years. It will go
ahead with its clearly defined
“disciplined democracy”, whi le
the National League for
Democracy does not have much
choice except to continue its
struggle for democracy for years
to come under even more difficult
circumstances. In sum, the
regime continues to slap the
international community in its
face, excluding The Lady from
playing any role and moving
unilaterally forward.

The Burmese mil i tary
regime’s new law effectively
declares a war against the
international community. Burma’s
military regime still believes it
holds the crucial cards in the
game: natural resources and
strategic geographic location.

Yet, the bot tom line is that the
people of Burma do not deserve
this harsh political development.
As such, the international
community has to decide whether
it will accept the development of
the electoral process as currently
outlined by the junta – a process
unlikely to solve the country’s
political crisis. We Burmese do
not want to see the end of the
story, and because of this we do
not want to see the international
community al low Burma’s
generals to defy the wishes of its
people.

(The writer is Secretary of the

Foreign Affairs Committee of the

NLD-Liberated Areas based in

Thailand.)

Kyaw Mya

New Delhi –  Indian
parl iamentarians have
applauded the National League
for Democracy’s (NLD) decision
not to participate in the Burmese
junta’s planned elections, which
would be the first in two decades.

The Indian Parliamentarians
Forum for Democracy in Burma
(IPFDB) said the NLD’s decision
on Monday was a bold step in
opposition to the military junta,
countering the junta’s continuing
plans to sustain power through
stage-managed elections.

Sharad Joshi, convenor of
the IPFDB, told Mizzima, “It is a
great step to boycott the
elections.”

Aung San Suu Kyi’s NLD has
decided not to participate in the
upcoming election, sighting the
electoral laws as unfair and the
fact that the junta has not revised
the 2008 constitution, which the
NLD claims was written in a one-
sided fashion.

The decision came after a
meeting of members of the
Central Executive Committee
(CEC) and Central Committee of
States and Divisions at Rangoon
headquarters on Monday.

The junta’s electoral laws,
announced earlier this month,
restrict Aung San Suu Kyi and
other political prisoners from
running for office in the upcoming
elections. According to the laws,
if the party wishes to contest the
polls it will have to exclude Aung
San Suu Kyi and several other
NLD’s Central Committee
members.

While the IPFDB voiced their

support on the NLD’s decision, a
New Delhi think tank, Centre for
Policy Research, said the NLD is
making a mistake by staying out
of the political process, as the
elections could be a window of
opportunity.

Sanjay Hazarika, the
Managing Trustee for the
Centre’s Northeast Studies and
Policy Research, told Mizzima,
“The party [NLD] must think of
the interests of the people of
Burma instead of the interests of
individual party leaders.”

Hazarika said though it is
unfortunate that the NLD must
leave out Aung San Suu Kyi, it
would still do well to participate
in the elections, as it would allow
the party to have a role in the
process.

He believes that the election
would be the best opportunity to
fight the regime, as there are no
other institutions remaining to
fight, including the sangha
(monks), who failed in the 2007
protests.

“This kind of opportunity
might not come again, how long
will the party wait for such an
opportunity? We cannot live in
hope that the people will take
part in another uprising against
a brutal military regime that kills
its own people,” Hazarika added.

The NLD, for its part, is in a
difficult situation, as they will be
declared outlawed if they refuse
to re-register as a political party.
But if they do so, they will have to
abandon their leader Aung San
Suu Kyi along with several other
leaders still languishing in prisons
across the country.

Mixed response from India
over NLD’s decision

Sharad Joshi (center) convening a meeting of the Indian
Parliamentarians' Forum for Democracy in Burma.


